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Specific Objectives Help Individuals
Achieve Payoff
By Ira S. Greenberg and Greg M. Thibadoux
Developing a career plan is one way 
for accountants to establish an in­
creased degree of control over their 
destiny in the work place. Only rarely 
are decisions to change jobs based on 
established goals and objectives. 
Often accountants ignore the planning 
process and hope that their talents will 
be recognized and rewarded. Career 
planning is important even for those 
who undergo ever-changing sets of 
events and circumstances which may 
alter previously defined goals. The 
purpose of this article is to describe 
the advantages of career planning, 
outline the steps an individual should 
take in developing a career plan in a 
constantly changing environment, and 
discuss some of the typical career 
paths available to accountants.
Advantages of Career 
Planning
Why should an individual develop a 
career plan? The rationale centers 
upon a series of concepts related to 
individual development and change. 
These concepts describe why per­
sonal career planning may have real 
payoffs for those who engage in it.
1. Change comes best when in­
dividuals have an internalized motive 
to change. For example, you might 
say, “I can’t do anything about my 
career until my boss does some­
thing.” In this case you are relying on 
an external force for change. While it 
may be accurate that your boss must 
do something in order for something 
to happen for you, it also true that 
there are things you can do to hasten 
the boss’s doing something. You can 
rely upon yourself to give direction to 
your career if you want to.
2. Specific rather than general ob­
jectives allow individuals to change 
best. Why? General objectives give 
only partial information about where 
you are heading. By establishing spe­
cific objectives you can seek specific 
feedback on how you are doing.
3. People have a feeling of satisfac­
tion when they know that change is 
coming in a desired direction. Simply 
stated, it makes us feel good to say, 
‘‘Look what I did.” Self-esteem is 
never higher than when one is satis­
fied with performance relative to a 
goal. This gives you more confidence 
to achieve and encourages you to at­
tempt to enter other areas for accom­
plishment.
4. People need feedback to change. 
The more defined one’s personal ob­
jectives are, the more specific the 
feedback becomes. Specific feedback 
is much more directly related to one’s 
behavior and objective and therefore 
provides better information.
5. Individuals change best when 
changes are timely and gradual. A 
decision made today about a career 
change can usually not be achieved 
by tomorrow. Change takes time and 
patience. The process is often an 
evolutionary one in which a series of 
events leads to a desired goal.
Developing A Career Plan
A model for developing a career 
plan consists of a series of exercises 
that may be of help in determining the 
steps required to devise a career plan. 
By completing the series of exercises, 
you will be able to determine which ac­
tivities you would like to engage in and 
the steps you must take to obtain the 
necessary skills required for those 
activities.
Exercise 1—Self-Analysis. The 
first step in developing your career 
plan is to assess your self image since 
any career plan must be tailored to 
your needs, values, interests, skills, 
and attitudes. Begin your self-assess­
ment by answering these questions:
• What are my needs of work, home, 
and in the community?
• What things do I value the most?
• What are my specific interests?
• What are my best skills and 
aptitudes?
• What are my particular 
weaknesses?
• What are the skills that I would like 
to acquire?
• What accomplishments in the past 
have given me the most 
satisfaction?
• What tasks do I least like to do?
• What are my attitudes toward my 
colleagues?
Personal career planning by 
accounts may have real 
payoffs
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advisory services for a 
hospital
Partner in charge of 
management advisory 
services
• What tasks do I least like to do?
• What are my attitudes toward my 
colleagues?
Exercise 2—Activity Choices. The 
next step in developing your career 
plan is to decide what activities you 
would like to do in the future. This 
decision should be based on your 
analysis of the environment and your 
own particular interests. The activities 
that you choose in this exercise should 
be very specific. For example, one ac­
tivity that you might want to engage in 
immediately is to work on the audit of 
a hospital, and in the short-term to per­
form management advisory services 
to hospitals.
Exercise 3—Defining Your Career 
Opportunities. The activities that you 
selected in Exercise 2 must be mat­
ched against the professional choices 
that are available. This exercise will re­
quire some research on your part. You 
may need to draw on others’ experi­
ences (particularly for the long-range 
opportunities) as well as the relevant 
professional literature. Some of the ac­
tivities that you would prefer doing (as 
defined in Exercise 2) may not be 
available. However, given the present 
almost unlimited opportunities in ac­
counting, there will probably be little 
difference between your preferences 
and your opportunities.
Exercise 4—Job Requirements. 
Determine what specific aptitudes, in­
terests, and skills will be needed to 
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The Woman CPA, July, 1986/21
EXERCISE 5 
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opportunities as defined in Exercise 3. 
You will need to analyze job require­
ments for each of your choices in the 
three different time frames. If you are 
unsure about certain job require­
ments, you may need to talk with your 
colleagues or perhaps persons work­
ing in different environments or for dif­
ferent firms.
Exercise 5—Matching Job 
Requirements and Your Self- 
Assessment. Next make a realistic 
comparison between your self­
assessment (Exercise 1) and the re­
quirements of your career choices (Ex­
ercise 4). You will want to note areas 
of match and conflict between your 
skills, aptitudes, interests, values and 
the job requirements. For example, 
you may be capable of immediately 
auditing a hospital (area of match) but 
in the short-term not have the skills to 
provide management advisory serv­
ices to hospitals (area of conflict).
Exercise 6—Determining Areas of 
Change. If you have identified areas 
of conflict, then you will need to make 
the appropriate changes in yourself. 
You may need to upgrade your skills 
or reconsider certain values and inter­
ests. In Exercise 6, you will determine 
the required changes for each area of 
conflict in terms of changes in skills, 
values, and interest.
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Exercise 7. The required changes 
that you identified in Exercise 6 are 
your career strategies. In working 
toward the acquisition of needed skills 
and aptitudes, interest and values, you 
are directly working toward obtain­
ment of your immediate, short-term 
and long-term goals (activity choice).
Your strategy is not complete 
without a commitment for achieve­
ment. In Exercise 7, list the strategies 
identified in Exercise 6, a realistic date 
for completion, and the actual date of 
completion. This document is your 
career plan.
Career Paths
A student who is approaching com­
pletion of an undergraduate degree 
program in accounting is faced with 
the first of many important career 
choices. Should (s)he accept a position
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in public accounting, cost accounting, 
governmental, etc.? Many students 
choose public accounting, believing 
that it provides the widest range of ex­
perience in the early years of a career.
Progress in a public accounting firm 
is extremely structured from staff ac­
countant to partner. Transfers from 
the audit staff to a tax department or 
management consulting are usually 
available. Promotion to the next level 
in the firm, however, is largely depen­
dent upon time at the previous level 
if the individual’s technical skills are 
acceptable. Most public accounting 
firms offer in-house educational pro­
grams which support individual career 
development.
Very few staff accountants remain 
with the firm long enough to be con­
sidered for promotion to the partner 
level. This fact forces many young 
accountants to revise their original 
career plan. The step out of public 
accounting can come after only a few 
years with the firm or after the indi­
vidual has become a manager (usually 
five or more years). Transition from 
public accounting for those with less 
than five years of experience appears 
to provide very little difficulty if the job 
does not require significant manage­
ment responsibilities. The manager in 
public accounting faces more difficult 
transition problems. To industry, the 
market value of a CPA does not grow 
commensurately with years of experi­
ence. Potential employers appear to 
be reluctant to pay high salaries to an 
individual who lacks industry experi­
ence. Many managers find their transi­
tion smoother if they seek employment 
with an audit client. The manager is 
knowledgeable of the company, and 




Accountants tend to react to new 
job possibilities rather than to plan for 
them. The active and planned pursuit 
of career opportunities is the key to 
controlling your destiny. Instead of let­
ting things happen to you, you can 













Commitment to Performance Standards
Strategies
Expected Date of 
Completion
Actual Date of 
Completion
Develop the necessary 
technical skills 2-3 years
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